LAST WORD

FOOTBALL HAS A MORAL
IMPERATIVE TO HELP REFUGEES

Jerrad Peters

I

n 1938, while battling Francoist forces at
the height of the Spanish Civil War, Pere
Raurich sustained injuries that required
treatment in France. He and his wife found
refuge in the tiny commune of SaintPriese, in the Ardeche department, before
settling permanently in Marseille.
It was in Marseille, eighteen years later,
that their grandson, Eric, was born.
Eleonore, their daughter, had previously
married a Sardinian immigrant named
Albert Cantona, and little Eric would go on
to win six titles at the highest level of club
football—four of them with Manchester
United.
Eric’s is a story of displacement, which
is why, in late September, he revealed
he’d be personally housing and feeding
a Syrian refugee family for at least two
years.
“My maternal grandparents were Spanish
Republicans who fled Franco by crossing
the Pyrenees on foot,” he told France
Inter radio, adding that his ancestors’
experience had “certainly played a role” in
his decision to offer a helping hand.
Three weeks prior to Cantona’s
pronouncement, and in the initial pangs
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Former Manchester United
footballer Eric Cantona has told
a French radio station that his
grandparents’ experience fleeing
war has inspired him to house
and feed a refugee family for “at
least” two years.

of conscience following the drowning death,
and candid photograph, of three-year-old
Alan Kurdi, whose family had attempted the
perilous crossing from Bodrum, Turkey to
the Greek island of Kos, the football world
made its first, high-profile response to the
emergency through the €1 million donation
from Bayern Munich.
“FC Bayern see it as its social responsibility
to help those fleeing and suffering children,
women and men, to support them and
accompany them in Germany,” stated KarlHeinz Rummenigge, the club’s chief executive.
Bayern also proceeded to set up a training
centre for new arrivals, recognizing the
importance of Munich as a main port of entry
into the country.
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Predictably, albeit commendably, many of
Bayern’s European rivals committed similar
donations and settlement schemes in the
following days and weeks. Arsenal—the first
Premier League club to extend support to the
refugees fleeing Syrian president Bashar alAssad’s regime, ISIL and the various, warring
factions in the region—contributed £400,000
and constructed football pitches at refugee
camps in Iraq. Barcelona, in partnership
with the Red Cross, launched a fundraising
drive through its foundation and involved its
players in an awareness campaign.
“This is an emergency situation in which
300,000 people have arrived in the continent
from countries that are suffering from
conflicts,” the Primera Division club declared
in a statement. “Barca is encouraging
everyone connected to the club to get
involved.”
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Now, it’s easy to be cynical when
groundswells of goodwill produce as much
publicity as help. Bayern, after making their
commitment, were hailed throughout the
world’s media as benevolent, compassionate
and socially aware, and the clubs that quickly
followed suit could have been, and were to
some extent, cast as piggybackers eager for
similar attention.
But peer through the cynicism (and it’s telling
that cynicism is often our default reaction
in these instances) and you’ll see genuine
compassion, big-hearted generosity and the
best of intentions. Many football clubs, after
all, were inaugurated as social concerns in the
late 19th century and went on representing

the interests of their fans through the 20th. To
some extent they still do.
“The clubs in many respects are following
the public mood,” remarked journalist James
Montague in a September interview with
the Daily Star. “There has always been a
community aspect to clubs. That is how clubs
were born—representing an area, a factory
and profession.”
He added: “Clubs were built by the fans,
and the fans have always set the agenda as
how clubs should respond, whether it was
Liverpool FC backing dock workers in 1990s
Great Britain or German clubs with banners
proclaiming ‘refugees welcome’ today.”
Their conscience, in other words, grows
from the grassroots. So does their wealth,
which, in the cases of Europe’s biggest clubs,
positions them as some of the continent’s
most prosperous companies. Combine that
affluence with a sense of moral responsibility
and what results is both the aspiration and
means to make a difference—a conscientious
imperative to help. Because they can, and
therefore should.
Unfortunately, the initiatives being enacted by
Europe’s football clubs—and others around
the world—are yet to be sufficiently mimicked
by many governments whose countries could
be doing exponentially more good than the
sporting sector. Great Britain, for example,
continues to disgrace itself by resisting the
resettlement of refugees—an embarrassment
we in Canada know all too well.
Beyond the matters of morality and
conscience the intake of displaced people
provides overwhelming benefits to societies,
especially those with aging workforces
and the space available to provide physical
settlement and integration into tax bases.
And, who knows? Another Eric Cantona may
have just now arrived in a land willing to take
him. A football club might have provided
the funds. Another story of displacement,
kindness and achievement may well be
underway.

